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THE PROGRESS OF THE BREAST 


"You're welcome, but it's Jerry. Mr Blenheim is my 
father." He had been thanked by Jill Ann Ilg for retrieving a 
rolling lipstick from under his computer table; its gold, he 
noted, matched the highlights in her chestnut hair. 

"What with you being a vice president and all, well...” 
Miss Ilg was going on. 

"Well, here I'm the class dummy," he interrupted. 

"Not while I'm around," Dr Malloy stagewhispered off to 
Jerry's right, his own computer screen rolling off calculations 
with wildly increasing decimal places. "I don't even know how I 
got into this stuff!" he laughed. "My business is words." 

"I'm told it's all really numbers there, even when they 
turn it into words. Or the machine does...or something," 


shrugged Jerry, the vice-president, to Dr Molloy, this silvery, 
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puzzled Irishman. 

Dr Alfred, the Instructor, minced behind Dr Molloy to push 
the button to the frenzied monitor. "We shall let it work in 
the dark for the nonce, yes?" Jerry thought Dr Alfred's small 
hands were suitable to the work. 

"Oh...nice! The dark!" Jill Ann teased them, that generic 
teasing appropriate to her age and station. Nonetheless, Jerry 
wondered if he blushed. Dr. Alfred slid back of the silver Dr 
Molloy to him, class dummy, self-proclaimed. 

"Well, you've done it all right, Mr Blenheim. And in what? 
Twenty eight lines? Example of what we call in Programming, 
Brute Force!" (The name too of a men's cologne Jerry recalled 
from some massive billboards.) "That is, you instruct the 
computer to do every bitty-witty thing, step by step, without 
taking advantage of the shortcuts of some minimal math. 
Therefore, Brute Force! But we need a bit of cunning in life, 
yes? Oh your program'd run as it's so laboriously set up, but 
why bother? I mean we all would've gone stark raving mad if 
your way is the only way we could program computers, hey, Mr 
Blenheim?" Jerry managed to conceal only part of his 
disappointment as this too-emphatic and pursed-mouth teacher 
moved--step by tiny step--from the downcast vice president to 


most fashionably slim Jill Anne Ilg, who had littered the top of 
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her console with makeup-stained tissues, the gold lipstick case 

standing up among them. She was uSing the screen as a mirror to 
neaten her blush. Had he stressed Mr because the other two men 

in the room were PhDs pondered Jerry. 

Dr Alfred whistled. "Beautiful! Well, from Gattling Gun 
to poetry! Three-line program! Like a little poem, Miss Ilg! 
Wow! Run it! I think we have a computer natural here, 
gentlemen!" 

How could she, she who wincing Jerry had seen exfoliating 
tissues and gum wrappers around the hallways and in the 
employees' cafeteria, brushing on her makeup while studying 
herself in her down-twisted rearview mirror when his company 
sedan crawled behind her weaving Subaru of a gray, dripping 
morning in the long line into the plant... how could 
She...?...with her high school education...when he...? 

The class not insufferable enough, Dr Alfred proved to be 
one of these New Age instructors, for at the break he asked the 
three pupils to bring back anything from outside the training 
center which symbolized them in some way. Jerry went 
immediately to a shivering maple and picked up a fallen leaf. 
He would decide what to say about it when Dr Alfred asked, never 
having forgotten the words of his curt old mentor Pick Hallen, 


newly retired to Duck Key: "Throw the dart and then draw the 
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bullseye around it." 

"Whattayagot?" It was Miss Ilg, he knew from the one-word 
quality of the question. 

"A mystery not ready to be revealed." And, palming the 
leaf, he turned round to fall in beside her, he in his bluegray 
Suit, she her denim miniskirt, unsteady on her heels in the mid- 
morning thaw of the frosty grass. When they came to a stream, 
she insisted on trying to inch down the steep embankment to 
fetch a smooth red rock for the later appraisal of the 
diminutive computer guru. She started falling, and reached back 
to Jerry who seemed abstracted, thrusting out his hand late. 

Jill Ann in zigzag pellmell stumble finally slapped into 
the water and hit her head on a much larger rock than the one 
she had desired. Her dress flowed as best it could for its 
short Length and blood trickled thinly into the current from her 
splayed-out chestnut hair. Jerry yelled and the nearby Dr 
Molloy, who had been digging up something with his toe, came 
running. Together they got her up onto the windy meadow, her 
head bleeding profusely by now, and Jerry ran to phone the 
company ambulance. 

"I saw you." Molloy sighed later at his machine. "You 
reached out for her but, alas, a second too late." He nodded to 


her computer, atop which artifacts remained, his white hair 
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still aflare from wind and excitement. 

Jerry felt his palms sweat seeing that image of her small 
hand reaching to his own, and he nearly knew he had decided not 
to help her. Oh it was petty and cruel to punish her for 
outshining him in class, immature too--but he felt, if true, no 
one would ever know. He glanced to Molloy in fear of being 
observed, of giving something away with his face. What he saw 
was a message blinking LOVE YOUR CROOKED NEIGHBOR WITH YOUR 
CROOKED HEART. 

"That's not the program I'm working on," Jerry recovered. 

"Shhh. Oh god I forgot you were a vice president. You 
caught me." But Molloy said it as if he had done the catching. 
"I'm working on the poetry of Auden. Certain lines I mean." 
His blue eyes were blinking in rhythm to the green line on the 
screen. "It's a kind of hobby of mine, something to carry into 
retirement. This is the second time I've taken the course and I 
Know all the solutions to the programming problems. So I sock 
them out in a minute or two and bring up Auden from another disc 
I've been working on." 

"How about that mess of numbers earlier?" 

"Little red herring," Molloy smiled thinly. "He doesn't 
Know I took the course before, Dr. Alfred--nor much of anything 


else. Why, I bet he even forgot where he parked his butterfly." 
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"I see," Jerry saw in his way. "But, whatever, he does 
Know something about comput..." 

“Company money wasted? Is that what you're thinking?" 
Molloy's eyes became a stiller, icier blue. 

"Not necessarily. My management style, so-called, allows a 
Little elbow room. Auden's poetry might just help the company 
somehow in some obscure way, that is you become a broad...and 
and happier employee and thus...if I'm not stretching it too..." 

"Broad?" winked Molloy. "That word on your mind is it? Or 
on mine?" 

They both became momentarily embarrassed. Looking down to 
notebooks on his desk, his forehead shading beyond its baby 
pink, Dr Molloy yelled, "She's in Mercy hospital but she's all 
right." The comment was directed too at Dr Alfred who shrieked 
over the phone. 

"But her purse is here I tell you!" The voice on the other 
end of the phone was loud enough for the two men at their 
computers to hear a verbal shrug. 

"Oh I'm so glad that she's okay," Jerry whispered. “If I 
wasn't so damn slow...even at this." He waved an arm at his 
computer. "Both symptoms of age I guess." 

"You get it faster than anybody else I've seen take this 


course." 


"Oh? Miss Ilg wrote a three-line program that accomplished 
what took me twenty eight!" 

"Her bodyfriend's in Systems!" Molloy slammed his notebook 
closed, not in anger for he smiled merrily. "He wrote the 
program out on a notecard. That's what all the crap is on top 
of her monitor. She had to find it. Dug it out from all the 
noxious crap in that Black Hole of Calcutta purse of hers." 

"She cheated? Why? It's...not the purpose of the 
program...and there are no grades or anything like that. I 
don't get it." Jerry was slowly, genuinely, shaking his head. 

"No stakes at all. Not really. Some time off from the 
routine and maybe the exposure to personal computers and dummy - 
programming'll help you down the Line." 

"So why cheat?" Jerry repeated the question as if it 
embodied a profanely tragic mystery. 

"Habit. That's the difference between the generations I 
think. They cheat habitually." Molloy lent his voice a 
scraping resonanse: "We always had a dark, darrrrrrk reason for 
doing so." 

"We're better, not worse. You make it sound..." 

"Initially we're all of us just scared I guess, but after a 
few dozen times its just a way we've learned to behave. 


Programmed, if you will." Molloy typed ROMANTIC US!!!!!tttie! 
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NIHILISTIC THEM! !!!!!t!tt!! "Wouldn't Jill Ann Ilg be just 
astounded to know she was nihilistic?" 

"Are you...from Personnel?" 

"Guilty. But you don't have to be afraid. I can't haul 
you in for any tests or evaluations, only the secretaries and 
low level engineers and other clerks of such subterranean ilk." 

"I'm not afraid." Then Jerry laughed. “Actually I was for 
a ridiculous moment." After he gushed this last it surprised 
him that he could be so intimate with a stranger; Molloy somehow 
brought him out, and not solely because of his vague guilt over 
Jill Ann Ilg. (How hurt, really, could she be? he had been 
asking himself.) "I forget I'm an exalted vice president 
sometimes. I feel that's healthy for me, to forget that is. 
Thus I didn't mind being the class dummy--even in dummy- 
programming!--a kind of double indemnity." Jerry found his own 
humility disarming, warming. 

"Ah but you did mind. You didn't want to. That's not 
quite the same" winked Molloy. "And the recently battered Miss 
Ilg was, of course, really the class dummy--unless you think it 
bright of her to get the quick routes from her boyfriend." 

"But how do I handle it administratively?" Dr Alfred 
squealed, hopping a little, her absence assuming near federal 


proportions. 


"Old Brute Force there," nodded Molloy, “can't get the 
message, and can't handle it when he does." The voice on the 
other end of the phone attempted to reassure Dr Alfred. These 
two at their monitors remained content to be without their 
teacher, both manfully on station even though somewhat wet from 
the rescue of the academically fickle Jill Ann. 

"You may have a point there, uh, my partially not wanting 
to mind being class dummy," Jerry allowed, a bit more archly 
than he intended. "Any, uh, more secrets about me?" 

"Just that I thought I saw you hesitate...that you had a 
chance to grab her?" 

"No way! Just too damn slow I told you!" 

"Well maybe you're not that sure. Maybe a...more of a 
mixed picture in your head than that. Our motives can bufuddle 
us at times. And at so many times we only have an instant 
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"I can assure you that I...!" 

"Well chalk it up to my usual distrust, nothing personal. I 
guess it's that I should love my crooked neighbor with my 
crooked heart. Uh, you're my honest neighbor so nothing applies 
to you." Molloy pressed a key combination and his screen 
blanked. "God look at my hair! That wind was a mixmaster out 


there during the emotional mission of transporting the maiden 
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ever upwards from the water, the white-haired elder and the 
heroic chieftain. Sounds like a myth." 

"I'm not Goody Twoshoes, believe me," Jerry was fretting. 
A sort of chemical smell came off Miss Ilg's spent tissues. It 
annoyed Jerry almost as much as Molloy's wild hair and pseudo- 
literary nonsense. 

"ALL right then, I'll believe you, Jerry--if I may truly 
call you that--when you can't believe yourself. At any rate 
she's not the angel who couldn't quite fly down the embankment, 
and you're not quite the devil who programmed the chaotic 
results from his graybeard experience. And I am not the assured 
professional since I was afraid that you as a vice president'd 
report my fudging the computer course with my work on Auden's 
poetry. A kid's feeling, isn't it? Afraid of being told on. 

"Thus and so we are our calculating selves and we are our 
driven selves and we are our unknowing and confused selves 
trying to do something right as we see it and not seeing it for 
vast stretches at a time...." To Jerry, Molloy could have 
staunched this breathless collation of "insights" at any time. 
And Dr Alfred should take hold and resume the class! Molloy 
sucked up a quick breath, going on to "...and often figuring 
something out much too late after all the hurt...and always 


always always capable of doing something petty and cruel, not 
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planning it or anything but when the situation arises...?" The 
effort cost him a scarlet face. 

"Guilty--at least in some of that...rush I would guess, but 
not in the situation of the Lately unfortunate Miss Jill Ann 
Ilg. Say, are you a psychologist?" Jerry wondered too--resting 
an elbow on the keyboard, his screen thereby sporting a 
repetitive garbage--if Molloy was a drinker. 

eM CS. 

"That why the line about...or rather lines about..." 

"I know I run on. Anyway...what I perceived. I don't 
maintain it's right. I talk to get a fix on things. What 
counts for you is your view." 

"No, no, I...was just slow in grabbing her. That's tragic 
enough. I'm at the point where I might have to move fast soon. 
Make the right decision or it'll be made for me. I might have 
to leave... choose to leave the company." He was giving Molloy 
too much; Dr. Brute Force still babbled over the phone. 

"My! Worried is it? That's as close as you'll ever come 
to a revelation I do believe! Oh good! I made you laugh! By 
the bye, in the office presidential sweepstakes pool, odds on 
you are dead even." 

"Hmph. No kidding? Better than I deserve." That's an odd 


word to choose--I deserve to be president." 
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"That's the spirit!--for you." 

Late that afternoon they met by chance in the hospital gift 
shop, and then proceeded to the elevator. The same plastic 
package of carnations in each right hand, they ascended. 

"I was so stupid and awkward," Jerry began in her unlit 
room as Jill Ann sat upright in the bed while smoothing down the 
powder blue shorty nightgown on her slim thighs. 

"You were nice. And you're nice now so that proves it!" 
She tossed her head slightly, the blond highlights now dim 
strawberry. He was stopped by her comment, standing by the 
widow and observing the glossy traffic in the blue light outside 
while puzzling over how such a sweet logic could square with her 
cheating in the course. 

"What they had left. Why we both got the same." Dr 
Molloy, jerking as if sexually possessed, his voice climbing an 
octave, shoved his flowers right atop Jerry's on the bedside 
table, next to the tissue box. Jerry saw a lovely, very young 
girl with thin, almost boyish legs. 

Strangely, the blue light from outside intensified, 
blooming. This is where she laughed, throwing herself back on 
the bed, and when he experienced a moment which would come back, 
Standing at the window and hearing the laughter and seeing the 


light in that room, sniffing the slight aroma of past-fresh 
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carnations from the sealed boxes...her starting to turn towards 

him, the sheer nightgown of an almost-white blue, and under it a 
breast shadowy and yet faintly creamy, the dark dark nipple the 

color of a black cherry. 

The next month the board in a surprise move selected him as 
president, and the laughter and much else abruptly ceased, 
though the image of that breast persisted. Whether studying 
blueprints on the plant expansion he was shoving through, or 
walking Clancy, the Springer Spaniel, through the snow and soot 
park near the condo, the breast would hove into view, creamy 
white and lovely. 

Once it superimposed on one of his wife's as she awaited 
his tennis serve during a stolen short weekend in Florida. She 
rocked side to side; the breast followed. "What are you waiting 
for?" Carla snapped, puffing her black hair from out of one eye, 
"Inspiration?" Both of them panted under the lid of one dark, 
humid cloud, his ears hammering, his eyes diffuse and hers 
darkly fierce, the top of the net assuming an unearthly white 
glow. At his further delay she announced "And you'll never beat 
me again!" A year into the obsession he reasoned it would 
help to see Jill Ann, but was too hedged in by flunkies when he 
dropped by Maintenance, and he couldn't get to the Dispatch 


Section with any grace. 
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Once, some whimsey entered at Treasurer Mal DiCocco's 
daughter's wedding: the breast swathed in a Virgin Blue playing 
peek-a-boo behind the brocaded chief priest--no hint of flesh 
revealed, though, not even in pinpoints. 

Some vague time after that, Carla rented Citizen Kane in 
order to disprove its claim as the greatest American film. 
Jerry was busy with papers in his home office and the only 
fragment he overheard was an old character musing on a youthful 
Sighting of a girl in white on the Staten Island Ferry, saying 
that never a day went by that he didn't think of her. He slid 
the Treasurer's preliminary report towards the green-glowing 
desklamp and softly moaned. 

On his next walk with Clancy, while fleeing a condominium 
dispute, one faction of which was spearheaded by his wife, the 
dog's eyes pleaded as Jerry addressed the beautiful image 
lurking in the bluegreen gloaming above the first snowdrops to 
break bud that sopping spring. 

The breast was this time a peach-and-cream confection, 
stock still as the wind began throwing itself around the sky. 

But no amount of warning or of fierce concentration would 
free him, so he concluded Your gumcracking Venus! Just...work 
harder! You're lazy! 


Damn Fraud!" he excoriated himself while yanking the leash 
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as he spun round. Clancy whimpered back to him, the wind 
Slamming both their voices together. 

"Love your crooked neighbor, hey Clance?" he queried the 
dog while removing his leash, the sound of the acrimonious 
meeting penetrating his walls from the nextdoor apartment of the 
eminent gynecologists Spirungold. "Actually she was built like 
a boy! Pipecleaner! Can you imagine? Me with my taste for the 
bulbous in that strangely opposite sex! That that little breast 
that haunts this middle-aged ass was hardly bigger than a boy's! 
would you believe? I'll...have to give in soon and see a 
shrink." Clancy scrabbled to his bowl of gaseous-smelling 
dogfood; the resigned Jerry, still bent over with leash in hand, 
noted Carla's whining intonation from next door. 

"Oooops...she's beginning to smell blood," he whispered. 

Nearly a year later at Personnel's sedate, candlelit 
retirement dinner for Dr Molloy and three others, held ona 
wintry, stinging-white night when most events were canceled, the 
two men joked about computers while standing under a homemade 
banner attesting THE PIONEERS. 

"I didn't Know they'd get to run my whole life! How've you 
been doing with...Frost was it?" Jerry asked, knowing it was a 
mistake, that Dr Molloy would know he remembered the poet had 


been Auden. 
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"Remember whatsherface, Joanne? Practically naked in that 
hospital!" Molloy elbowed, his face firing up with Scotch, his 
blue eyes watering. By this point in Jerry's mental life, the 
breast had, of course, almost completely abstracted itself from 
that Late afternoon in Jill Ann's hospital room, but the whole 
cream and blue scene began assembling, even to the odors of the 
Carnations. 

"No, can't say I remember."--but why should the president 
play? Let the others play he chided himself. This bold thought 
propelled him to want to tell of the haunting breast, since he 
couldn't, finally, submerge it the way he always had everything 
thing else internally disquieting. Besides, Molloy had already 
gotten to resemble, in The Town and Country's flickering isle of 
candle glow against what had become an outside blackness, 
windswept and thrillingly cold, a benign priest behind the 
confessional grill. 

But he could not so confide, especially as president: 

Discretion always had to be the other side of that coin. 
"Auden! I remember it was, something about all of our crooked 
hearts. Well I've met a few of them in the ensuing years. And 
Jill! uh, Jill Ann was the girl's name." 

In his mind he heard Molloy saying Give us this day our 


daily breast, hey? and he held his breath in the waxy smell, 
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then released it in self-congratulation as candle flames bent 
horizonally when the draft carried the funereal smell of 
bouquets paid for by the various departments. 

He hadn't seen a psychiatrist--too risky as he calmed the 
many palace disturbances, forcing early retirements in the 
process. "I'm getting the young people ready. They must take 
responsibility earlier," he reported to the board. "They simply 
make too much money just to stand around and watch. This 
passivity becomes habitual, and when we do let them step forth 
they're all but infantile. The chief leadership problem in this 
country is the prolonged wetnursing of its youth! And there 
also must be some, uh, more women," he weighed in with an 
afterthought. 

But he finally did get his chance to tell someone. Ata 
special seminar for the board and a few shareholders and an 
officer or two with facts and figures, at Blackwater Falls in 
West Virginia. He had trudged back to the lodge with a group 
after again witnessing the breast, this time adrift ghostly 
white through brownish fog in back of the dark, falling water. 

Intoned the guide back then, a fuller-figured woman, "This 
whole valley was covered over, bridged actually, with thick 
thick rhododendrum. The Indians walked on top, and there were 


panthers!...in the darkness black as a cave underneath...what? 
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What do panthers do? Stlither? Moved with no sound anybody 
could hear on top I would guess." 

"Don't fall in, that's all," quipped Rissley of Accounting. 
"In the primal, eeeeevil dark the panther's eyes are fires of 
desire!" added 'Belly' Lauder of Publications. 

Even though his shoulders mysteriously pained him terribly 
once back at the lodge, Jerry fetched his mini computer and 
printer from his attache case. TO: Conference Coordinator, 
Maureen Persky WHATS BELLY DOING HERE? 

Turning round to resume his sunken way to dinner, he 
encountered his old mentor arriving and they left Pick's bags to 
go for a walk. 

The obsession burst from him on a white oak bridge fairly 
Swimming in moonlight. He walked to and fro through the vapors 
his 
frantic words had left. 

"Nearly two years. That long?" the seated Pick asked 
softly from a shadowy nest of worn-smooth clothes. "Well, now 
you've given it to me you can forget it. It's mild stuff, Mr 
President. Everybody has more demons than that. Things, uh, 
visit me...uh, even at my age. Anyway, you can really get on to 
the job now. Without this...you can really get on with it. Get 


rid of even more deadwood at the plant! You got the guts for 
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it. I can tell how wearing it's been--even without this 
floating...thing. Hey, I don't know..." and here Jerry winced- - 
people who sought to help him always managed to say too much-- 
"there's a pain in what we do, much of it, a cost. We get 
married, we...work. Nobody gets off scot free. You seemed 
crazy to yourself but it's just life." Pick lit a cigar just 
when clouds started past the moon. As the far sound of the 
falls washed into shuddering breezes astringent with pine, Jerry 
sat down next to him. The men remained some buffeted moments in 
warm silence. 

The moon reasserted itself brighter and larger and Jerry 
felt love for Pick, who immediately rose and started walking 
back to the lodge, his body looking bent and all but crushed by 
moonlight. 

The glow of the receding cigar tip reminded Jerry of some vague 
something but he never saw the breast again, something deep in 
him affirming >PI am the president. >@TCFFTCPHKCHRS 
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